
R O U N D H A L F P E N N I E S OF H E N R Y I 

By PHILIP GRIERSON and CHRISTOPHER BROOKE 

AT a meeting of the British Numismatic Society on I March 1950 Mr. 
Peter Seaby exhibited what he suggested might be a round halfpenny 
of King Henry I, and read a short note on it. In view of the interest 
created by the exhibition and the discussions to which it has given rise, 
it may be useful to examine the literary evidence for the existence of 
such coins. Ruding1 and Brooke2 both cited a number of texts in which 
the round halfpenny is mentioned, but these vary greatly in date, and 
the impressiveness of the total is seriously diminished by the fact 
that they are all manifestly copying one another. It is necessary to 
ascertain which of the references is the earliest and what is its date, and 
to determine whether its author can be regarded as a credible witness. 

The institution of the round halfpenny by Henry I is invariably 
described in the context of the currency reform of 1108. This reform 
is mentioned by Eadmer, William of Malmesbury, John (or Florence) 
of Worcester, "Symeon of Durham", the anonymous author of the 
Historia post Bedam, and Roger of Hoveden.3 The exact relations 
between these chroniclers is not quite certain, but the following genea-
logy represents the best received opinion at the moment. 

Eadmer 4 

(c. 1109) 

John of Worcester5 

(c. 1131) 
I 

" S y m e o n of D u r h a m " 
I 

Historia post Bedam 
(between 1148 and 1161) 

Roger of Hoveden7 

(c. X190) 
1 R . Ruding, Annals of the Coinage (3rd ed., 1840), i. 163, nn. 6, 7. 
2 G. C. Brooke, Catalogue of English Coins in the British Museum. The Norman Kings 

(1916), i, pp. cxli i i-cxliv. 
3 Eadmer, Historia Novorum, ed. M. Rule (Rolls Series, 1884), p. 193; William of 

Malmesbury, Gesta Regum, ed. W . Stubbs, ii (Rolls Series, 1889), p. 487; Florence of 
Worcester, Chronicon ex Chronicis, ed. B . Thorpe, ii (London, 1849), p. 57 ; Symeon 
of Durham, Historia Regum, ed. T. Arnold, ii (Rolls Series, 1885), p. 239; Historia post 
Bedam (British Museum, Royal MS. i3.A.vi , fo. 86u.); Roger of Hoveden, Chronica, ed. 
W . Stubbs, i (Rolls Series, 1868), p. 165. 

* The first edition of Eadmer's Historia Novorum went down to the death of Anselm 
in 1109 (Eadmer, p. 2 1 7 ; Will iam of Malmesbury, Gesta Regum, i. 1-2) and was used b y 
William of Malmesbury in the composition of the Gesta Regum; the last two books were 
added c. 1125. 

5 On the authorship, see below; for the date of John's first edition, which presumably 
contained this passage, see J. R . H. Weaver in The Chronicle of John of Worcester (Oxford, 
1908), p. 9 and n. 4. 

6 Cf. Stubbs, Introduction to the Gesta Regum, i, pp. x i x - x x , x l iv -x lv , lvi-lvii . 
7 For the dates and relationship of " S y m e o n " , the Historia post Bedam, and Hoveden, 

see Stubbs, Introduction to Roger of Hoveden, i, pp. x x v i ff., Ixxi. The authorship and 
exact date of " S y m e o n " are still sub iudice. 

William of 
Malmesbury6 

(1120/5) 
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With the exception of William of Malmesbury,1 the texts are so 
nearly identical that there is no doubt that they all ultimately derive 
from Eadmer. John of Worcester is the first to mention the round 
halfpenny. " S y m e o n " is at this point a mere copy of John, and from 
him the passage passed to the two later writers. It follows that Ead-
mer and John are the only relevant witnesses; the later writers can be 
disregarded. 

The text of Eadmer, with John's additions in square brackets, reads 
as follows: 

"Debased and forged coin afflicted many people in many ways. 
The king decided to reform it with such rigour, that no one who 
could be caught making forged pennies should be saved by any ran-
som but the loss of his eyes and mutilation. And since it often hap-
pened that when pennies were being selected, they were bent and 
broken and then rejected, he ordained that no penny or halfpenny 
[which he also ordained should be round, or even farthing] should 
be whole. From this for a time the whole kingdom greatly bene-
fited".2 

The meaning of the passage in brackets—John of Worcester's in-
sertion—is plain: Henry I instituted a round halfpenny. The precise 
meaning of the whole passage in Eadmer is not so clear,3 but the 
Latin cannot (at least without a great deal of emendation) be made to 
signify anything except that which is indicated in the translation given 
above. The reference is to the contemporary equivalent of biting 
coins to test their genuineness, this being done by bending them to 
and fro. This would normally affect only coins of inferior alloy, which 
would break under the strain, but sometimes good coins would crack 
as a consequence of repeated maltreatment; as a result, perfectly 
genuine money might be refused. The king therefore ordered that no 
new pennies issued by the mints henceforward should be "whole" . 
This can only refer to the practice of making an incision on the edge 
of each coin of the kind found on types V I I - X I I of Henry I ;4 the cut 
would reveal the quality of the metal, and render bending to and fro 

1 I t is probable, but not certain, that Wil l iam also derived his information on the 
reform from Eadmer. 

2 " I t e m moneta corrupta et falsa multis modis multos affligebat. Q u a m rex sub t a n t a 
[John of Worcester starts Monetam quoque corruptam et falsam sub t a n t a . . .] animadver-
sione corrigi statuit, u t nullus qui posset deprehendi falsos denarios facere aliqua redem-
ptione, quin oculos et inferiores corporis partes perderet iuvari valeret. E t quoniam 
sepissime dum denarii eligebantur, flectebantur rumpebantur respuebantur, statuit ut 
nullus denarius vel obolus [John of Worcester inserts quos et rotundos esse instituit, aut 
etiam quadrans] integer esset. E x quo facto magnum bonum ad tempus [John of Worcester 
omits ad tempus] tot i regno creatum est ." 

3 Wil l iam of Malmesbury's v e r s i o n — " W h e n he heard that broken coins, although of 
good silver, were rejected b y the merchants, he ordered them all to be broken or incised 
[omnes vel frangi vel incidi precepit]"—is even less intelligible. I t seems to imply t h a t 
Henry solved the problem b y a general mutilation of the coinage, an explanation which 
is fantastic in itself and quite inconsistent with the numismatic evidence. I t was probably 
due to a misunderstanding of Eadmer. 

4 Brooke, op. cit. ii. 279. I t appears sporadically on later types. 



288 Round Halfpennies of Henry I 

unnecessary.1 The very ingenious explanation put forward by W. J. 
Andrew, that the "nicking" was intended to prevent the unlicensed 
cutting of pennies so as to form halfpennies, can scarcely be accepted, 
since it would render pointless Eadmer's reference to the bending and 
breaking of the coins which the "nicking" was designed to prevent. 

Of Eadmer, a Canterbury monk who was one of the most dis-
tinguished historians and biographers of his day, it can fairly be said 
that he was an honest and reliable writer, and strictly contemporary 
with the events he is describing. A certain mystery attaches to the 
chronicler who has been referred to as John of Worcester. The chron-
icle is normally ascribed to Florence of Worcester, who died in 1118, 
but in the form in which it survives it is the work of his successor John. 
Professor R. R. Darlington has shown2 that there is strong reason to 
believe that the passages from Eadmer were incorporated by John 
after the death of Florence, and this passage is therefore almost cer-
tainly his work. He was, like Eadmer, reliable and well informed, and 
he was writing while Henry I was still king. There is no conceivable 
reason why he should have gone out of his way to insert the reference 
to round halfpennies unless he had known of their existence. 

There is one other mention of round halfpennies in the first half of 
the twelfth century. It comes from the "Prophecies of Merlin", com-
posed by Geoffrey of Monmouth shortly before the death of Henry I.3 

These prophecies are a collection of cryptic and not over-intelligible 
aphorisms in which Merlin is made to foretell the future. The earlier 
section, up to and including the reign of Henry I—i.e. up to the time 
when Geoffrey himself was writing—forms a somewhat obscure com-
mentary on actual historical happenings, while the later sections—i.e. 
what for Geoffrey himself was the future—are complete gibberish. At 
the end of the first section, and consequently in what was for Geoffrey 
the recent past, occurs a sentence which can be freely translated: " The 
surface of the coinage will be cleft, the halfpenny] will be round." 
The Latin is gnomic, but the double allusion to the "nicking" of the 
coins and the making of round halfpennies is clear. Geoffrey of Mon-
mouth was the most mendacious of historians, but here for once he 
had no motive for invention, and the correctness of his references to 

1 " A N u m i s m a t i c History of the Reign of H e n r y I " , Num. Chron., 4th Series, i (1901), 
10-12, 54-56, 492; developed in " A Numismatic History of the Reign of S t e p h e n " , Brit. 
Num. Journ. vi i i (1911), 132-3. The argument is that , since the " n i c k i n g " did not follow 
the arms of the cross, along which the cutt ing of the penny into halfpennies would nor-
m a l l y — p e r h a p s compulsor i ly—be done, the illegitimate division of a " nicked " coin would 
provide the culprit wi th one good hal fpenny and one bad ( " n i c k e d " ) one. The latter 
would in any case probably break on account of the cut which had already been made in it. 

2 In his introduction to The Vita Wulfstani of William of Malmesbury (Camden Third 
Series, xl , 1928), pp. xvi—xvii. 

3 " F i n d e t u r forma commercii, dimidium rotundum e r i t " (ed. E . Faral, La Legende 
Arthurienne, 1. iii (Paris, 1929), p. 193; ed. A . Griscom, The Historia Regum Britanniae 
of Geoffrey of Monmouth (New Y o r k , 1929), p. 387). For the date of the prophecies, see 
Faral , op. cit. 1. ii. 9 - 1 0 ; for the interpretation cf. ibid., pp. 5 6 - 5 7 : " l e s demi-pieces de 
monnaie prenant la forme arrondie" . T h e passage has recently been discussed b y A. 
Blanchet, "Monnaies coupees et monnaies ' rondes ' en Angle terre" , Revue numismatique, 
5th series, xi i (1950), 206-9, though without arriving a t any useful conclusion. 
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occurrences in Henry I's reign could only enhance the prestige of the 
"prophecies" and the " H i s t o r y " in which they were embedded. 

The evidence of John of Worcester and of the "Prophecies of Mer-
l in", therefore, must be regarded as sufficient to establish the existence 
of round halfpennies in the time of Henry I. It is true that no speci-
mens have up to the present been recorded, but this does not warrant 
our disbelieving in their existence.1 Many coins, of which only small 
issues were struck, have been known from literary or documentary 
sources long before specimens were discovered: cases in point are 
the gold florin of Edward III of England, whose existence was 
doubted until two specimens came to light in 1857, and the ange d'or 
of Louis I of Flanders. A coin of low value, when only a small quan-
tity has been struck, is always more likely to disappear than one of 
high value, since there is less inducement to hoard it, and the curiously 
haphazard rarity of particular denominations in many series of ancient 
and medieval coins is a well-known fact. There is no reason to suppose 
that Henry's issue was a large one, extending over a long period. It is 
not even certain that the round halfpennies were first struck in 1108, 
for John of Worcester's reference to them is merely a casual comment, 
suggested by Eadmer's account of the currency reform of 1108, and 
cannot be taken as evidence for their striking in this year rather than 
any other.2 Their existence at some period in the reign must, however, 
be regarded as certain. 

1 W . J. Andrew {Num.. Chron., 4th Series, i (1901), p. 12) argues that there could h a v e 
been no round halfpennies in Henry I 's reign, because t h e y were not known before John 
issued his Irish halfpennies in 1210. The evidence for this is a passage in Roger of Wend-
over's Flores Historiarum (ed. H. O. Coxe, iii (London, 1841), p. 234) which describes 
John's coinage as a fulfilment of the "Prophecies of Mer l in" quoted above. The passage 
in Wendover cannot be made to bear Andrew's interpretation, nor is Wendover (writing 
in the early thirteenth century) sound evidence for what did or did not happen in the 
reign of Henry I. Andrew makes the further suggestion (ibid., p. 11) t h a t the non-
existence of these coins is to be explained b y the supposition that the order was purely 
permissive: if the moneyers struck halfpennies in future, t h e y should be round and not 
cut ones, and in fact t h e y did not strike them, because it would have been less profitable 
than striking pennies. If his general interpretation of the passage were correct, this would 
be quite a reasonable explanation. 

2 The "Prophecies of Merl in" , however, also couple the " n i c k i n g " of the coins with 
the creation of the round halfpennies, which strengthens the case for supposing that both 
were ordered at the same time. 


